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Army
to stop extending tours past obligations


 


By Tom Vanden Brook and Gregg Zoroya, USA TODAY


March 19, 2009


 


WASHINGTON
&mdash; The Army will phase out its controversial practice of forcing soldiers to
remain on active duty past the end of their enlistment periods starting this
summer and hopes to finish by March 2011, Defense Secretary Robert Gates
announced Wednesday.


 


The practice, known as "stop loss," affects about
13,200 soldiers, most of them in infantry units. The withdrawal of troops from Iraq
announced by President Obama and the increased size of the Army in recent years
will help reduce the number of soldiers affected to "scores not
thousands," Gates said.


 


"I felt, particularly in these numbers, that it was
breaking faith," Gates said. "It wasn't a violation of the enlistment
contract, but I believe that when somebody's end date of service comes up, to
hold them against their will, if you will, is just not the right thing to
do."
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Army Reserve and Guard units plan to cease deploying
soldiers affected by stop loss by August and September and the active duty will
do it by January. That will cut in half the number of soldiers under stop loss
by June 2010 and nearly abolish it by March 2011, Gates said.


 


The Army will also start paying soldiers on stop loss the
extra $500 a month in bonus pay Congress approved last year, Gates said. Last
month, USA
TODAY reported that the Pentagon was five months late in paying the bonuses to
qualified soldiers.


 


Eligible soldiers will receive retroactive pay for the
months they missed, said Lt. Gen. Michael Rochelle, deputy chief of staff for
Army personnel.


 


"I have said repeatedly that stop loss is little more
than a backdoor draft, disrupting the lives of our service members and their
families," Rep. John Murtha, D-Pa., chairman of the House panel on defense
spending, said in a statement. He included $72 million in the 2009 budget to
compensate those affected.


 


More than two years ago, Gates issued a directive to
"minimize the use of stop loss." Instead, the number rose because of
the need for troops in Iraq
and Afghanistan.


 


Stop loss can keep a soldier in the service if his or her
unit deploys within 90 days of the end of his or her commitment. It was needed,
Rochelle said, so units could train and fight together.


 


The number of soldiers affected by stop loss peaked in 2005
at 15,758. After Gates' January 2007 order to minimize stop loss, that number
dropped to a low of 8,540 in May 2007. Since then, the number of affected
soldiers has risen to about 13,200.


 


More than 140,000 troops have had tours extended by stop
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loss since January 2002. The Army is the only military branch that has used
stop loss in the past five years, records show.


 


There are about 135,000 servicemembers in Iraq and 38,000 in Afghanistan.


 


"Stop loss was instituted out of a military necessity
to effectively fight two wars," said Joe Davis, a spokesman for the
Veterans of Foreign Wars. "Ending the program indicates that one of those
wars is now drawing to an end. It also means our troops will be able to better
plan their reintegration back into civilian society with confidence."
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